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Mexican authorities have arrested former Quintana Roo governor Mario Villanueva Madrid
more than two years after he eluded authorities to escape charges of providing assistance to drug
traffickers, laundering drug profits, and misusing public funds. Villanueva, a member of the former
governing Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI), went into hiding just days before completing
his term as governor in April 1999 (see SourceMex, 1999-04-14).
Villanueva is accused of protecting members of the powerful Juarez drug cartel in exchange for
bribes. The former governor, the highest-ranking Mexican official ever to face a drug investigation
while in office, reportedly allowed members of the cartel to use state equipment and property,
airports, and warehouses to move drugs from Colombia to destinations in the US (see SourceMex,
1999-01-06).
The explosive growth of the tourism industry in Cancun and other areas of Quintana Roo during
Villanueva's term in office in 1993-1999 is said to have some links to the drug trade. Federal
investigators say drug traffickers apparently laundered drug profits through tourism complexes.
Even though the former governor had been under investigation for several months before the end
of his term, authorities could not take him into custody because of immunity laws. Villanueva is
reported to have gone into hiding in Central America and Cuba but also to have returned frequently
to his home state of Quintana Roo and neighboring Yucatan.
Villanueva was detained while traveling in an automobile in the resort city of Cancun with a former
state judicial police officer and a former PRI official. Shortly after his arrest, the ex-governor was
taken to La Palma maximum-security federal prison in Amoloya de Juarez, Mexico state.
In an interview with reporters from the weekly news magazines Proceso and Milenio Semanal in
March 2000, Villanueva acknowledged that corruption was tolerated and encouraged during his
administration. But he denied that his wealth was obtained from the drug trade (See SourceMex,
2000- 03-01). "I am not a drug trafficker," Villanueva said at that time. "Others, but not me."
Villanueva's arrest was a victory for President Vicente Fox, who has launched a campaign against
corruption and drug trafficking. The effort has resulted in the arrest and firing of hundreds of
customs and law-enforcement officials and to some minor drug-related arrests. But until now, no
high- profile figure had been brought into custody.
"This is only the beginning of the first major legal test for the new government," said Luis Astorga,
an expert on the drug trade at the Instituto de Investigaciones Sociales at the Universidad Nacional
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Autonoma de Mexico (UNAM). "Mexicans have been fooled so many times by presidents who have
promised to jail politicians corrupted by drugs, only to see them eventually evade penalty. We're a
bit cynical, especially when a legal case involves a savvy politician [like Villanueva]."
Attorney General Rafael Macedo de la Concha said Interpol and the US Drug Enforcement
Administration (DEA) provided key information that resulted in Villanueva's arrest. "This has
been the result of intense work and swapping information with different international agencies,
especially, in this case, the DEA," Macedo said in a press conference.
Villanueva's family said the former governor had offered to surrender peacefully to authorities, but
instead was subject to a very public arrest. "They betrayed him," Villanueva's brother Arturo told
reporters. There was some speculation that the government timed the arrest to have some influence
on the Yucatan gubernatorial, mayoral, and state legislative elections, since Villanueva was said to
have close ties to outgoing PRI Gov. Victor Cervera Pacheco.
Deputy interior secretary Martin Huerta said it was just a coincidence that Villanueva was arrested
so close to the election. "To suggest that the two events were tied is to say that Villanueva agreed to
place himself in a position to be arrested at this time," Huerta told reporters.

Ex-governor could face trial in US
The DEA's role in providing information has led to speculation that US authorities may soon request
Villanueva's extradition to face drug-trafficking charges in the US. The US Justice Department has
not yet formally requested extradition but has taken the first step in the process. On May 25, the
day after the arrest, the US attorney for the southern district of New York unsealed an indictment
against Villanueva accusing him of helping smuggle 200 tons of cocaine into the US and receiving
US$500,000 for each shipment he helped pass through his state.
The possibility that Villanueva could face trial in the US is very real, given President Fox's recent
moves toward cooperation with the US and other countries to combat money laundering and other
crimes related to drug trafficking. Fox hinted at this possibility in a press statement shortly after the
arrest. "If Villanueva is extraditable, because they are already presenting serious charges against
him over there [in the US], then he will be extradited," the president said.
Macedo said there are existing protocols between the US and Mexico that make the extradition
possible. Under these protocols, Mexico recently agreed to extradite prominent drug trafficker
Jose de Jesus Amezcua Contreras to the US. Amezcua has specialized in the trafficking of
metamphetamines in the US.
But some analysts caution that the Amezcua extradition and other similar cases could prove
counterproductive for the administration in the long run. "The Fox government has made some
serious mistakes so far in handling drug cases, like granting what I believe are illegal extraditions of
accused Mexicans to the United States, and I fear this case may be ruined as well," Ignacio Burgoa, a
leading Mexican legal expert, told The Dallas Morning News.
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But even if the Fox government decides to extradite Villanueva to the US, he must first face trial and
perhaps complete his sentence in Mexico. "If any country were to request an extradition, it would
have to wait until the trial in Mexico ends," said deputy attorney general Maria Manuela de la Rosa.

Authorities freeze bank accounts in three countries
Authorities are attempting to prove Villanueva's connections to the drug trade by examining his
bank accounts. The Fox administration has already reached an agreement with the governments
of Panama and the Cayman Islands to freeze Villanueva's deposits in those countries. Panama
was already investigating the origin of US$3 million in funds Villanueva brought to that country,
said the Mexican government's official news agency Notimex. Similarly, US authorities have
ordered a freeze on Villanueva's US accounts, which are said to contain about US$20 million.
(Sources: Tabasco Hoy, 05/25/01; Associated Press, 05/23/01, 05/24/01, 05/26/01; Reuters, 05/24/01,
05/26/01; CNI en Linea, The Dallas Morning News, 05/25/01, 05/26/01; The New York Times,
05/26/01; Proceso, El Diario de Yucatan, 05/27/01; Excelsior, 05/25-27/01, 05/29/01; Notimex, 05/25/01,
05/28/01, 05/29/01; Reforma, La Jornada, 05/23/01, 05/25/03/01; El Universal, 05/25/01, 05/27-30/01; El
Economista, 05/25/01 05/28-30/01; Novedades, 05/26-28/01, 05/30/01; The News, 05/30/01)
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